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A Cultural Approach to Aboriginal 
Youth Sport and Recreation: 
Observations from Year One 
Janice Forsyth, Michael Heine, and Joannie Halas
Introduction
In the early 1990s, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) consulted 
with Aboriginal  youth  throughout Canada  about  the  context  of  their  lives  and 
what they needed in order to flourish. The youth consulted spoke passionately 
and  intelligently on a wide  range of social  issues,  including  the need  for more 
sport and recreation programs in rural and urban settings. A holistic perspective 
emerged  from  their concerns,  emphasizing  the  important ways organized sport 
and  recreation  contribute  to  individual  health  and  community well-being,  and 
reflecting their frustrations with existing delivery systems, in which access and 
equity issues severely limited the positive role sport and recreation played in their 
lives (Government of Canada 1996).














youth consulted for the RCAP identified the need for a cultural basis to sport 
by  incorporating  Aboriginal  youth  perspectives  in  program  development  and 
delivery. This  lack of understanding and awareness of a cultural basis  to  sport 
ensures that Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal organizers will continue to be frus-
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tionships across groups that will strengthen the long-term efficacy and sustain-
ability  of  a  culturally  relevant Aboriginal  sport  and  recreation  community  in 
Winnipeg.
Underpinning  the  practical  implications  of  the  study  are  four  academic  and 




















urban  environment will  empower Aboriginal  youth  to  exert  control  over  their 
own health and wellness issues, thus providing a “counter story” (Solorzano and 
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in urban Aboriginal communities in Canada, Davidson, Brasfield, Quressette, 
and Demerais likewise conclude that projects initiated from a deficit perspective 
“failed  to  provide  holistic  and  culturally  appropriate  solutions”  (1997,  38)  for 
Aboriginal peoples because they tended to neglect existing structural barriers that 
limit Aboriginal people from gaining access to human and financial resources that 
could help them to build better lives. The pervasiveness of this approach should not 
be underestimated. As Chapin (1995) points out, the findings of research projects 




Far  from  denying  existing  realities,  a  strengths-based  approach  offers  a 
different starting point  for asking questions, engaging  in strategic partnerships, 
and finding appropriate solutions. Projects such as ours are founded on the premise 
that Aboriginal youth possess many strengths that adults need to recognize and 
respect—they are passionate, driven, and highly committed;  they want  to help, 





wish to pursue. Pre-existing strengths are thereby identified and can be built upon. 
The  strengths perspective provides  a  positive means  to  evaluate,  enhance,  and 
(re)construct sport and recreation opportunities because it encourages people and 
communities  themselves  to  identify  their greatest assets and  to  recognize what 
they already do well. They are not merely asked to improve their lot by fitting 
better into the mainstream system.
Furthermore, our understanding of the various ways in which power relations 
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who have volunteered as mentors to design and deliver once-weekly recreation 








ing of the field in which we are operating. First, the Public Use Facilities Study 
(Economic Research Associates 2004) provides an inventory of facilities in high- 
and  low-income  neighbourhoods,  and  examines  several  options  for  improving 
local recreation programming. Second, a detailed report on this study appeared in 
the Winnipeg Free Press in the winter of 2005. The findings of this public inves-
tigation clarified the possible ramifications of the various policy options identi-
fied in the Public Use Facilities Study. Third, the Healthy Kids, Healthy Futures 
Task Force, established in 2004, included a large-scale community consultation 
process, in which Manitobans were asked to provide their views on how to keep 
children and youth active and healthy  into  their adult  lives. The Healthy Kids, 
Healthy Futures Task Force Report  (2005) outlined  the need  for more quality, 
daily physical activity among youth and identified community strategies on how 
to achieve that goal.
In addition to its contemporary relevance, this study is strengthened by already 
existing relationships between education officials in two school divisions and one 
of the researchers (Halas), as well as graduate and undergraduate students who 
have been working with Aboriginal youth on a participatory action research (PAR) 
project since 2004. Results from this study have identified some key barriers 
that  inhibit  Aboriginal  youth  participation  in  high  school  physical  education 
and sport (e.g., lack of cultural understanding between mainstream teachers and 
youth, students “opting out” of participation based on perceptions of exclusion, 
minimal  opportunity  to  compete  with  other  groups  of  Aboriginal  youth).  To 
offset  the  constraints  on  effective  youth  engagement  represented  by  issues  of 
race, class, power, and privilege (Halas 2004), our research team works as allies 
(Bishop 1994) with school officials, who are deeply committed to improving the 
educational lives of their Aboriginal students through physical education.
Year One activities focused on re-energizing our relationship with the two school 
divisions, familiarizing school officials with the current project, and establishing 
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recreation agenda will be identified as a means to address barriers and enhance 
access in an important Canadian urban environment for Aboriginal youth.
Methods






high  school  students who  run  the after  school programs keep daily  journals  in 
which they record their observations in the gym and reflect on their own practices 
as mentors. As such, the journals function simultaneously as a form of participant 
observation and as means for critical reflection.
Social mapping  and  photovoice  form  the  cornerstone  of  our  data  collection 











that boundaries, far from being fixed and permanent, are always evolving and 
can be pushed back or changed. Researchers who seek to help local populations 
reclaim  communal  spaces  and  offer  alternative  visions  for  the  possibilities  of 
public policy development might find social mapping of benefit:
If images of our neighbourhoods, our communities, and our regions are made by others, 
then it is their future that will be imposed. But if maps are made by resident groups and 
individuals who have quality of  life  as  a goal,  then  images of  a very different nature 
will predominate. Locally made maps will hang on the walls of community halls, town 
offices, and in school corridors. They will communicate layers of interconnected alterna-
tives  that can be  implemented by persistent and courageous  local action. The wisdom 
that this alternative vision speaks—sustainability, self-reliance, social justice—an incor-
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of an 11-member research team, including one coordinator, four graduate students,                   
four undergraduate students, one high school student, and one community member. 
Ten of  the  team members  are Aboriginal  (First Nations  and Métis)  and one  is 











of  qualitative  information-gathering  methods  described  above,  carry  out  data 
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commitments  on  the  part  of  all  concerned,  and  not  inconsiderable  material 
resources as well, are required to sustain such ambitious project goals. The objec-
tives of the recently launched SSRHC Aboriginal Research Grants Program map 
well  to  the  intents  of  our  present  project. The SSHRC  support  has  enabled us 






Communities  can  be  a  tremendous  source  of  strength,  even  if  they  lack  the 
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